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INTRODUCTION
Jorge Luis Borges, the distinguished Argentine writer
and a profound interpreter of American literature, has main
tained on numerous occasions that one sign of greatness in
a writer is his power to change the way those who come after
him read the works of those who came before him.

John

Donne, for example, would not be the same poet for us had we
not read such modern poets as T. S. Eliot.

For many, their

perception of Milton and the nature of his achievement
depends in large part upon their knowledge of Blake and the
general Romantic reading of Satan as the hero of Paradise
Lost.
Borges and his followers have gone so far as to suggest
that survey courses might profitably be taught in reverse
chronological order, since there seems to be, to them at
least, a s.ense in which later writers "influence" the work
of older, earlier writers--or at least they influence the
way we read the earlier writers.

Harold Bloom, the American

critic, has built from similar views an entire critical
system in such enormously complex works as The Anxiety of
Influence, A Map of Misreading, and Poetry and Repression.
In these books Bloom apparently seeks to prove that every
"strong" poet radically misinterprets the work of an older
precursor 1 incidentally but inescapably altering our ability
to interpret the older writer.
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Certainly Borges himself, together with Kafka,
Baudelaire, Mallarme, Valery, Eliot, Faulkner, Nabokov, and
many other writers, minor as well as major, have had their
impact on the way Poe is read today--by reading Poe them
selves and by writing poems, stories, and novels that suggest
new. ways of understanding Poe.
And yet there is an entire dimension of Poe's work
whi.ch. remains generally neglected and held in very low
esteem even by those who have praised him most often.

If

Poe has been praised and condemned perhaps more extravagant
ly than any other American writer, little of that praise has
been directed at his attempts to write comic stories.

Even

Valery, who said, "Poe is the only perfect writer; he is
never mistaken, 11 did not specify admiration for such pieces
as "Le Due de l'Omellette u or "Diddlingu in his lavish
estimates.

Baudelaire, who is said to have ranked Poe with

Romer, Dante, and Shakespeare, who prayed to him, and who
spent the better part of twenty years translating Poe into
French, clearly derived his enthusiasm for Poe from stories
like "The Black Cat" and not from

11

X-ing a Paragrab. 11

It can be safely asserted that none of Poe's admirers
has been willing to rest the case for Poe on the comic
efforts.

T. S. Eliot, in "From Poe to Valery," pays tribute

to Poe's influence and suggests that Poe comes off better if
we adopt the European manner of regarding his work as all of
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a piece; but surely the comic tales would seem to be the
threadbare part of such a fabric.

Daniel Hoffman, whose

Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe broke new ground and actually
became a Book-of-the-Month Club selection, gives a fair
share of attention to the comic tales--by no means are they
glossed over--but expresses little admiration for them.

His

point seems to be that even when Poe is bad, he remains
recognizably Poe, and that even the lesser achievements can
cast significant light on the greater.
So none of the numerous writers who have been influenc
ed by Poe seem to have been mainly influenced by Poe's comic
art, and no one seems to have taken Poe's comic prose as a
model for his own work.

The great modern writer who could

demonstrate the validity of the point made by Borges--at
least in regard to the comic art of Poe--has not appeared.
One possible benefit to be gained from this situation is
that at least one part of Poe's writings remains to be
viewed with a fresh eye.

Unlike "The Raven" and "The Tell

Tale Heart, \I the comic tales have not been studied and re
studied, read and re-read until simple familiarity prevents
us from knowing them for ourselves.
The purpose of this study is to explore Poe's comic art:
to examine his most neglected works, the comic tales, in
hopes of showing how Poe characteristically views and
handles the comic; and to demonstrate the importance of
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these works in relationship to those other writings which
represent the major thrust of Poe as an artist.

I will

show the importance of such terms as burlesque, grotesque,
arabesque, travesty, and satire in Poe's comic works; this
will require the attempt to define some of these terms as
Poe understood them.

I will show how Poe produces his

comic effects, incongruity of speech or characterization
through the use of exaggeration, imitation, ridicule, or a
reversal of themes.
Following a brief survey of Poe's critical reputation
as a comic artist, I will examine Poe's comic tales in
relationship to Poe's theory of comedy--as such a theory can
be put together from various comments in letters and other
places.

Finally, I will turn to a study of representative

tales whose place in the study of Poe should be larger, in
my view, than they have been accorded up until now.

CHAPTER I
Many critics throughout the years have come to the con
clusion that most of Edgar Allan Poe's writings do not con
tain any trace of the comic element.

According to Stephen

Mooney, "few critics since Kennedy have found in Poe an
essentially comic vein.

The pathological, the hysterical,

the phantasmagorial, the unspeakable have all been
meticulously· exposed and over-exposed, but the comic has
been largely ignored."1

In the 1934 Sewanee Review, W. F.

Taylor writes that "the more human and sanative qualities-
particularly humor--are denied himu ; 2 and he quotes from a
recent critical study which says,

1

11

Poe could not ...though

he tried often, be humorous, because he had not one trace of
humor in his make -up. 111

3

He finds yet another recent survey

of American literature which states, "'Poe's most glaring
fault is a total lack of humor. 1114

"'American writers,'"

continues the survey, "'have usually possessed humor, and
tts absence in so great a genius as Poe is all the more
noticeable.

1115

Stuart Levine gives Poe credit for writing

the detective s.tory and other story types, but he says,
0

humor we don't 'get' unless someone explicates it for us.116

In her book, American Humor, Constance Rourke believes that
llterror has overtrapped comedy in the general apprehension
of his tales.117

However, W. C. Brownell, one of the major

l?oe critics, says, "it is idle to endeavor to make a great
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writer of Poe because ••. his writings lack the elements not
only of great, but of real, literature. 118

Brownell con

tinues his criticism by saying that "he lacked humor and he
lacked heart.u9
Many of the major Poe critics completely ignore or
merely mention the possibility of humor in Poe's works
while others make a short insignificant reference somewhere
in an essay.

Allen Tate, a major New Critic, does not make

any reference to the comic element found in Poe, and A. H,
Quinn, Poe's best biographer, does not treat the comic
element.

These two critics either do not find humor in

Poe'·s works, or they feel that humor is not as important as
other elements.

Usually the idea of humor is not accepted

by the majority of Poe readers because most readers have
read only a limited amount of his writings.

Many people

read what is usually considered to be the best of Poe--works
which appear in literature anthologies or in selected writ
ings.

In his book, Glorious Incense, Haldeen Braddy makes

the statement that

11

The 'timely'· quality of his work after a

hundred years has lost much. of its original appeal.

This is

particularly true of Poe's humor, which is never comedy but
farce. or burlesque, ulO

He continues to say that

11

Poe's wit

and satire do not occur very often in his works. 11 11

Appar 

ently there are those who disagree with Mr. Braddy because
Poe's works continue to be read, debated, and discussed.
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One of the famous Poe biographers, G. E. Woodberry, states
that "unfortunately he was not so plentifully gifted with
humor as with either imagination or intelligence, and con
sequently his fame would suffer less by the omission th an by
the retention of these lucubrations. 1112

Woodberry continues

in this vein: "the humor •..where it exists in any degree, is
too hollow, too mocking and sardonic, to be agreeable; there
is no laughter in it.1113

Although the consensus seems to be

that Poe is not a comic writer, there are some critics who
find varying amounts of humor, comedy, and wit in his works.
Accordihg to Robert Kiely, "Poe is not often thought of as
an American humorist.

His humor is so mixed with morbidity

that it hardly seems humor at all." 14

Yet, despite this

statement, Kiely goes on to note that "over one-third of the
sixty-eight tales attributed to him are in some sense com
ic.1115

Another critic, W. F. Taylor, who does give Poe

credit for writing humor, states that "although his humorous
tales are of no great intrinsic worth, they throw a flood of
light on the personality of their author," and they not only
11

illustrate his tales and prejudices; they illumine as per

haps nothing else does, his estimate of the literature of
the time and his probabl.e attitude toward his work. 1116

Even

though some critics find varying amounts of humor and some
find none, Edward Wagenknecht feels that Poe's comical works
have been ignored, and he says " ••• whether Poe's humor
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pleases us or not, there is a good deal of it. 11 17

One

explanation for the disagreement among critics could be the
individual definition of humor.

Robert Kiely states one

view concerning the comic mode in Poe's works when he says,
11

In hls comic tales, he laughs at what in his life he

appears to have taken most seriously.

In this sense the

comic mode as he uses it, is indeed a mask.

It is the mask

which. makes it possible to look at himself. 11 18

Some critics

do feel that humor was important to Poe, and that he took
this type of writing seriously, yet other critics continue
to disregard the comic element.

Perhaps one of the main

reasons for this disregard is found in J. Marshall Trieber's
comment when he says, "The point which many critics have
overlooked, is that a study of Poe's humor should be based
on Poe l s. idea of humor, not the reader's.ul9
definition of humor?

What was Poe's

The first thing to be noted is that

Poe's definition of humor is presented by Poe in the same
analy-tical, almost mathematically precise language in which
b.e. presents his definition of poetry in the famous critical
es�ays,

11

Philosophy of Composition" and uThe Poetic

Principle."

So Poe approaches the task of defining the

humorous in the same tone of voice in which he approaches
the task of defining the poetic.
i;;,tates�

Poe's definition of humor

9

Fancy is at length found impinging upon the
province of Fantasy. The votaries of this latter
delight not only in novelty and unexpectedness
of combination, but in the avoidance of proportion.
The result is therefore abnormal, and to a healthy
mind affords less of pleasure through its novelty,
than of pain through its incoherence. When,
proceeding a step farther, however, Fantasy seeks
not merely disproportionate but incongruous or
antagonistical elements, the effect is rendered
more pleasurable from its greater positiveness;
there is a merry effort of Truth to shake from her
that which is no property of hers;--and we laugh
outright in recognizing humor.20
Poe's definition of humor does not include "slapstick"
comedy or "rollicking" laughter, but it does suggest a grin,
a chuckle, an escape from reality, or perhaps a feeling of
unbelief.

However, according to J. Marshall Trieb er, "There

is not much of Poe's humor that anyone could actually laugh
at; there are many things that some readers might smile
over; there are some things that some readers could marvel
at as examples of polished wit.1121

Because of the different

theories stated by critics and because Poe does not elabo
rate upon his definition of humor, a reader should be
familiar with the terms used in describing and discussing
Poe's tales.
"liurlesque,"

Some of th.e terms that appear frequently are
11

grotes.que, 11

11

s.atire, 11 and "travesty."

These

terms are usually associated with his lesser known tales-
the humorous works.

In a letter to T. W. White, Poe states

�hat he tried to achieve in the nature of his tales.

In

th.is letter, Poe tells White that he tried to achieve

11

ludicrous heightened into the grotesque; the fearful

the
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colored into the horrible; the witty exaggerated into the
burlesque; and the singular heightened into the strange and
mystical. 1122

Since Poe once again does not elaborate upon

his definitions, a reader must formulate a meaning for the
terms used in order to understand the tales.

Much debate

concerning these terms has arisen through the years.

The

reference book, A Handbook to Literature, states that
grotesque means, "comically incongruous or absurd, or de
parting markedly from the natural, the expected, or the
typical by distortion or exaggeration; 11 burlesque means "to
be marked by an effect of comic or grotesque imitations or
exaggerations usually with the intent of mocking or making
ridiculous, usually ridiculing something serious and
dignified but sometimes the trivial or commonplace--or a
reversal of themes. 1123

The definition of burlesque found in

the Princeton Encyclopedia E.f Poetry and Poetics states that
"burlesque is freer to strike at social or literary
eccentricity," and the definition also states that "parody,
burlesque, or travesty in literature ••• employ the device of
incongruous imitation and deflationary treatment of serious
themes for satiric purposes. 1124
�

Although the word

arabesque" is us.ually associated with Poe I s more famous

1

works, I believe it can apply to the humorous as well.
definition used in the reference book, A Handbook to
Literature, states that uPoe used arabesque to mean

The

11

'fantastic'; material selected for its strangeness and its
appeal to the faculty of wonder.1125
A. H. Quinn states that "there is no sharp line between
the arabesques and the grotesque.11 26

Quinn goes on to say

that "in the latter, satire and burlesque do not have the
saving grace of imagination.

The twenty-two grotesque

stories contain certain amusing satires of journalistic
hoaxes and publishing puffery, but they need not detain
us.1127

Another critic, Lewis Lawson, states that "Poe does

not distinguish those tales which are of the grotesque from
those of the arabesque.1128

Lawson later comments that

"there is an essential difference between the grotesque and
th.e Humorous.

That which is grotesque is generally very

humorous, but that which is very humorous is very often not
grotesque.1129

Hoffman says that "although the two modes

seem mutually exclusive, Poe on examination proves often to
have written an arabesque and grotesque on the same theme.1130
This is an important insight to which we shall return later.
Another critic, G. R. Thompson, states that "Both (arabesque
and grotesque) suggest the struggle to understand the in
comprehensible, neither term meaning anything absolutely
exclusive of the other, both focused on the tension between
conscious control, and subconscious fear and delusion. 11 31
Some critics are of the opinion that Poe meant to have a
great distinction between the arabesque and grotesque
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tales, yet other critics seem to disagree.

I have found

both similarities and differences in the two types,

Poe

uses satire, fantasy, strangeness, death, and callous humor
in both types of his tales.

Poe himself admits to a

"prevalence of the arabesque in his serious tales. 11

However,

according to Cecil L. Moffit, Poe "remains silent on the
question whether there might be a prevalence of the arabesque
also in his humorous and satiric stories, and he places no
limitations upon the extent to which the Grotesque might
appear throughout his fiction. 11

3

2

Lewis Lawson feels that

the title, Tales� the Arabesque and Grotesque, is, in fact,
"sufficiently ambiguous to suggest at least, that all the
tales contain both elements. 11

33

If readers were to compare

one of Poe's "great" tales such as
11

Berenice" to one of his

11

lesser" tales. such as "Loss of Breath, 11 they would find,

according to W. F. Taylor, that the lesser tale was a
"travesty of the whole genre to which 'Berenice' belongs, 11 34
Apparently some critics feel that Poe used the same
themes in both modes but for some reason or reasons one tale
always sold better than the other.

Perhaps one possible

reason for one tale selling better would be that Poe was
experimenting with. his comic writing at a time when the
public was not ready to accept this type of writing.

Poe

had an opportunity to experiment because h.e was the editor
of several magazines during his lifetime, yet Poe was

13

forced, because of finances, to model his writings after the
popular modes of the period.

Michael Allen states that "The

'Grotesque' or burlesque was not popular in the American mass
circulation journals of the time. 1135

Even though Poe changed

his own style of writing to conform to the style of the
period, "he was not," according to Michael Allen, "a popular
writer in his lifetime."36

According to Mr. Allen, "Two

distinct factors seem to be involved in the failure of Poe's
fiction to become popular in its own right: his theory of
popularity, and his restricted view of fiction. 11 37

Poe was

inconsistent in his writing; some of it was very deep in
meaning, and some was filled with banter.

Kenneth Lynn

writes that .•• "Poe's humor is, rather, a function of his
familiarity with psychological suffering, and the best of
his hoaxes, burlesques, and comic tales are those which
transmute into laughter those very situations that he re
turns to most obsessively in such masterpieces as 'Ligeia'
and 'Th.e. Masque of th.e Red Death.

1

11

38

Critics, in trying to decide on Poe's concept of
arabesque and grotesque, have tried various ways of reaching
an agreement of meaning.

Some critics have defined the

terms according to their own individual concepts; some have
divided the tales into groups and then sub-divided them
_again and again; others have grouped the tales into
uGothics., u uhoaxes, tt "satires ., 11 or "burlesques; tt others
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have completely ignored the majority of Poe's works.

By

ignoring these works, critics appear to be implying that
these works. are inferior and should not be of any concern
to the scholar, yet scholars continue to probe for an in
sight into the lesser known works.

One of the latest books

concerning the fiction of Poe has been edited by Stuart and
Susan Lev;lne.

In this book, the Levines concentrate on the

short fiction of Poe.

They have classified Poe's fiction

i.nto thematic genres such as

11

issues, 11 �'slapstick Gothic, 11

11

through. terror,n and

11

0ccult fantasies/'

11

moral

literary satires, 11

11

salvation

the death of a beautiful woman" instead

of the usual divi sions of "grotesques" and "arabesques. 11

In

the introduction. to the book, Mr. Levine states that "the
line between Poe's so called 'major' and 'minor' fiction is
becoming increasingly blurred.

It used to seem fairly clear

that the important works were those most frequently antholo
gized.1139

Later Levine states in the short introduction to

the chapter on "literary satires" that "we do not yet fully
understand Poe's humor, but in recent years scholars have
made progress in figuring out many of his most puzzling
comic tales.

Buried allusions, parodies, private jokes,

and puns appear in all sorts of his tales, but in the
literary satires they are so dense that they almost seem to
b..e. the. main point. 1140

Apparently Mr. Levine is of the

opinion that more of Poe's works should be included in the
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list of anthologized works.

Mr. Levine has changed his

viewpoints concerning Poe's works because, he states in this
book, "We see Poe playing with ideas, associations, and
language itself not only for satirical purposes but also for
the pure joy of creative play. 1141

Levine continues with his

observations by saying, "To cap the effect goes the discovery
that this kind of play goes on not only in those strange
satirical stories which until just a few years ago puzzled
cr�tics, but also in many of the most familiar tales as
well, until it is impossible to tell when Poe is playing
games with us and when he is being serious . 1142

Could we

hazard the guess that Poe is being most serious when he is
p la:ying games?
Despite the fact that many critics still are not con
vinced that Poe did have humor and that he did write humor,
I believe that the image of Poe sitting in a secluded room
filled with cobwebs and bats and wearing a never smiling
countenance should be erased.

Poe, being human, certainly

liad hi.sown th.oughts concerning his writing.

I believe that

Poe did intentionally write humor, and that he was concerned
wi.th. th.e extent of humor in his works.

Perhaps Hoffman

quoting F. 0. Mathiessen gives an insight into this thought
w:h.en he says that '-"Poe took his humor very seriously,
always a bad sign. ' 1143

However, one critic, Constance

Rourke, believes that "His laughter was of a single order:
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it was inhuman and mixed with hysteria.

His purpose in the

hoaxes was to make his readers absurd, to reduce them to an
involuntary imbecility,

His objective was triumph, the

familiar objective of popular comedy,

To this end, in his

burlesques and extravaganzas, he showed human traits or
lineaments in unbelievable distortion, using that grotes
querie which lies midway between the comic and the
terrible •.. 1144
Many myths concerning Poe have been exploited by
twentieth century scholars.

The defamation of his character

begun by Rufus Griswold, his literary executor, has run its
course.

No longer need the reading public think of Poe as

a dope fiend, alcoholic, or a deranged madman writing under
th.e influence of drugs, liquor, or hysteria, but perhaps the
last libel against Poe's character is the theory of Poe as a
humorless man.

The charge that Poe lacked a sense of humor

may ultimately be more damaging than the old myths about
drugs and drink.
case.

The time has certainly come to reopen the

CHAPTER II
Many readers and critics find some of the works of Poe
hard to understand, devoid of humor, and boring, but accord
ing to T.

s.

Eliot, "some of his tales have had an important

influence upon authors, and in types of writings where such
influences would hardly be expected. 111

One author who has

been influenced by Poe is Vladimir Nabokov.

Nabokov is a

twentieth century author who, in his novel Pale Fire,
imitates much of Poe's style and humor,

Hoffman in his book,

Poe�Poe-Poe, calls Nabokov ", •. an obsessional reader--or
should I say devotee, or enchantee--of Edgar Poe. 11 2

In

the novel Pale Fire, which is presented as a critical
edition of a work that does not exist, Nabokov uses puns,
word-play, exaggeration, satire, and ridicule to create an
extremely humorous novel.
Some form of humor does exist in almost all of Poe's
works.

"The Philosophy of Composition, 11 which Poe wrote to

explain how: he formulated his masterpiece, "The Raven, 11 and
to state some of his theories concerning poetry, contains
humor.

Should a reader take Poe seriously when he reads

that Poe first considered using a parrot instead of a raven
to repeat the refrain of his poem?

Usually a parrot repeats

some phrase such as "Polly wants a cracker u instead of a
word like "Nevermore" which was to be repeated in a serious
tone.

Could this essay possibly be a hoax?

It has been
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called a hoax.

Another essay "The Philosophy of Furniture"

reveals a humor of contempt or ridicule.

In this essay Poe

ridicules the display of wealth and glitter found in some
homes while other homes, such as those in Appalachia, have
nothing.

Poe was always very conscious of not being a part

of the old Virginia aristocracy, and he presents himself in
this aristocratic tone whenever possible.

Poe was aware

that Mr. Allan, his foster father, could have made him part
of the aristocracy, but Poe did not conform to Mr. Allan's
rules; therefore, he did not inherit Mr. Allan's money,

He

ridicules the idea of wealth, yet Poe was constantly in need
of money to support himself and his family.

Poe appears to

be hiding his real feelings behind a mask of contempt.
Poe, wanting to be a success, imitated the type of
writing that was fashionable at the time.

The gothic,

horror, burlesque, and the sensational tales were popular at
this time.

According to Michael Allen, "Poe referred to the

burlesque and the tale of sensation. 113
popular in the Black.wood magazine.

These two types were

Michael Allen continues

to say that "Poe seems to have accepted the usual twofold
division of his tales into 'grotesque' and 'arabesque' long
before h.e used the distinction in the title of his 1840
volume� Tales � the Grotesque and Arabesque. 114

Allen also

states that, "In 1836 he and J. P. Kennedy discussed his
fiction in terms of a two fold division into 'bizarreries'
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and 'grotesques.'

So his distinction in this letter can

probably best be taken as a loose rhetorical antithesis
indicating different tones or shades of feeling within the
two broad 'kinds' of tales he wrote. 11 5

Critics continue

to search for the correct division of Poe's tales.
Daniel Hoffman commenting on the two divisions of
Poe's tales says, "although the two modes seem mutually
exclusive, Poe on examination proves often to have written
an arabesque and grotesque on the same theme. 116

The

following tales will illustrate Poe's use of the same theme.
In the arabesque tale "The Imp of the Perverse" and in the
grotesque tale "The Angel of the Odd,11 Poe uses the theme
of man's unpredictability to present two extremes of man's
nature.

Although "The Imp of the Perverse11 is an arabesque

tale, it begins as a witty "essay" on the idea of perverse
ness but develops the last pages into a tragic tale
dealing with murder and man's unpredictable conscience.

In

this tale man's conscience brings about the confession of an
almost perfect crime.

In the final pages, Poe does not use

any wit or humor, but instead he becomes completely serious.
In the grotesque tale, "The Angel of the Odd," Poe uses the
same theme, but this time he shifts from a serious to an
amusing tone.

In this tale, man's conscience is presented as

a nondescript personage in the form of a rum puncheon.
main character, who usually drinks too much, is able to

The
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escape his conscience and reality by blaming everything
that happens to him upon the Angel of the Odd.

By placing

the blame on someone else, the man is able to escape reality
and the need for a change in his own personal manner, yet
the reader can laugh at the incidents in which the main
character becomes involved.

Hoffman says, "' The Angel of

the Odd' is more silly than amusing, yet what does it bur
lesque but the very themes of self-destruction and escape
from reality, which elsewhere compromise the ballast of
Poe's more serious tales? 117
One of Poe's favorite subjects is death, and he uses
this subject in both his arabesque and grotesque tales.

Some

of Poe's characters seem to be more dead than alive while
some of his dead characters retain a healthy countenance.
Poe appears to be mocking the idea of death .

Robert Kiely

states, "The fact is, in Poe, the living don't stay living
and the dead don't stay dead.

He obliterates the border

between life and death ., distorts the universe to his own
purpose, and, of. course, constructs a region far more
grotesque and monstrous than anything nature provides at
its worst. 118

In the arabesque tale, "The Cask of

Amontillado'' and the grotesque tale, "A Premature Burial,"
Poe uses the ideas of death and burial to create some of his
views concerning death.

The narrator in the tale, "The

Cask of Amontillado" never states the exact reason for his
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"premature" burial of Fortunato, yet he apparently feels
the need for such cruel revenge.

Not only is the name

Fortunato, which means "good fortune," ironical but so is
the fact that Fortunato goes to his premature death in the
costume of a clown, which is usually associated with fun and
happiness.

Fortunato, who is not in complete control of his

body or mind because of excessive drink, realizes his fate
too late and is unable to save himself from being buried
alive.

The reader is left with feelings of horror at the

premature burial which is unknown to all except the narrator
and the person to whom the narrator is speaking.
Montressor commit such an act of revenge secretly?
he. hopes he will be caught and punished.

Why does
Perhaps

According to

Edward Davidson, "The Poe protagonists nearly all have in
common the death-wish."

In the grotesque tale, "A Premature

Burial," Poe once again presents a man who is not in com
plete control of his body, this time not from drink but from
epilepsy.

In this story, the reader laughs at the many

things the man does as precautions against being buried
prematurely.

The man becomes obsessed with this idea, and

he. finally experiences what he believes to be a premature
hurial, which in reality is only a nightmare.

The reader

cannot laugh at Fortunato because he becomes a victim of a
calculated plan which results in his unfortunate and untimely
death.

To Poe, according to Davidson, "death is the com-
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pletion of the life cycle; it restores that totality of being
with which one began existence but which, in the inevitable
chaos of this earthly life, is more and more destroyed. 119
Poe uses the subject of death and the ridicule of the
socially prominent in the arabesque tale, "Masque of the Red
Death, 11 and in the grotesque tale, "King Pest."

Even

though many critics agree that in "King Pest" Poe is
satirizing Jacksonian politics, Poe is still interweaving
his ideas on death and society.

In this tale, Poe ridicules

the idea of aristocracy and the socially prominent, yet he
seems to find enjoyment in setting these people apart from
the main stream of society.

Not only does he ridicule the

housing but also the looks and actions of the "socially
prominent. 11

The reader laughs at Leggs and Trauplin as

they meet these people; however, Leggs and Trauplin feel at
ease in their presence because they have had too much ale
and have been cast out of "society" for failing to pay their
debts.

Poe also appears to be ridiculing the social dinner

parties where drink and trivial conversation flow freely
and amount to nothing.

In the "Masque of the Red Death,"

Poe once again sets the aristocracy apart and shows that
death comes to all.

Even though the Prince has been very

selective in his choice of companions and in his elaborate
preparations to shut out the "red death," the reader is
aware that the Prince is actually frightened of death, and
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that he uses the gaiety of the ball to hide his real feel
ings.

Death does come even to the selected group in this

well-protected abbey, and all die and decay, and death once
again shows no special respect for society.

Poe constantly

ridicules the aristocratic society, yet wasn't Poe trying to
find his proper place in society through his writing?

He

wanted to be a part of aristocracy but was unable to do so
because of financial problems when his writings failed to
sell.
Poe continues using his reversal of themes in the two
tale.s, uMesmeric Revelation 11 and "Some Words With a Mummy."
In the arabesque tale, "Mesmeric Revelation, 11 Poe uses
hnnosis to explore the serious question of immortality.
The tale is presented in a question-answer form while the
patient is under the influence of hypnosis.

The patient has

been trying to decide for himself if immortality for the
soul does or does not exist.

The reader must decide for

himself if the patient finds the desired answer because
Vankirk perishes in his search for immortality.

Perhaps

man is not meant to know all the answers, and therefore,
he is afraid of the answer he will find.

In "Some Words

With a Mummy," Poe reverses the time sequence and brings a
mummy which has been entombed alive for five thousand and
fifty years back to life in the present time.

Poe has the

mummy discuss government, politics, scientific discoveries,
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and the re-discovery of life after a premature burial.
Even though Poe uses irony in naming the mummy Count
Allmistakeo, he apparently is questioning the idea of
progress.

Does time change things and are there improve

ments with progress?

According to Count Allmistakeo the

laxative pill is the only new improvement since his pre
mature burial many years before.

Was it a mistake to

bring back the mummy by way of electrical shock to ridicule
the progress of modem society?

Apparently in this tale

Poe thinks it was because he uses an effective word play
with the name of the Count which means "all are mistakes."
Despite the fact that progress has been slow, the narrator,
tired and disillusioned with the government and the activi
ties of the nineteenth century, wishes to leave reality for
a period of two hundred years; however, he wishes to be
awakened from his enbalnunent after this time period to
check on progress.

Poe appears to be trying to decide

whether progress is a help or hindrance to society.

He

ridicules the idea that progress and education will make
man's place in society better and more complete.

The

reader is amused by the actions of the mummy and by the small
amount of progress made in the time period, but Poe has
given us an insight into his feelings concerning progress.
The same theme of progress and scientific discovery
can be found in the arabesque tale, "The Facts in the Case
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of M. Valdemar" and in the grotesque tale, "The Thousand
and-Second Tale of Scheherazade."

In the arabesque tale,

Poe, in searching for an answer to what awaits man after
physical death, uses the idea of mesmerism as an experiment.
The tale is presented as an article and upon the first
reading of the introductory chapter, the tale appears to
be an actual account, but upon closer examination the
reader realizes the tale is a hoax.

Poe tries to show

scientific proof of life after death, but the tale ends in
a horrible description of a mass of nothing instead of a
human form.

Poe does not succeed with his planned experi

ment at this time.

The tale apparently appealed to the

mass audience because of its pseudo-scientific knowledge
and because it appeared to be realistic.

Throughout most

of the tale, Poe appears to think science has found an
answer, but at the conclusion, Poe is once again dis
illusioned with progress.

In the grotesque tale, "The

Thousand-and-Second Tale of Scheherazade," Poe appears to
be hoasting of the scientific discoveries and the many
wonders of the world.

Yet Poe uses irony in the book of

wonders entitled Tellmenow Isitsoornot (tell me now, is it
so or not).

Although Poe appears to be boasting, the

reader wonders if he is truly convinced that scientific
discovery and progress are the answers.

The tale is filled

with wit, and even though Scheherazade loses her life, the
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point Poe makes is that the King is the loser because he
is deprived of learning about the other adventures and
wonders when Scheherazade dies.
Poe ridicules politics, democracy, government, and
progress in much of his writing.

Daniel Hoffman asks,

''Was it to protect himself from enraged readers, or to
obtain readers in the first place, that Poe made his
political commentary in the form of science fictions, sendups, and grotesques?'

�O

Roffman continues with these ideas

when he says, "Whether he spins the clock a thousand years
forward to several thousand backwards, Poe looked upon the
Great American Experience from a perspective which makes
it seem vulgar, trivial, self-defeating. 1111

In the tale,

Mellonta Tauta, 11 a satire on progress and democracy, Poe

11

uses the character Pundit to express his views on govern
ment, politics, and democracy.

The title of the tale can

be translated as "These things are in the near future";
however, some of the recorded happenings in the tale had
already taken place.

Michael Allen says, "Poe's usual

attttude toward Progress, for instance, was conventionally
conservattve.

�rom tMellonta Tauta' or 'Some Words With a

Munnn:r' one would assume that he had little sympathy with
it.\112

Edward Davidson also states

11

that some critics have

remarked that Poe'-s social ideas were wholly conservative
and conventional.

The unpleasant grotesquerie of Poe's
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social commentary may have derived from his indifference to
if not contempt for politics. 1113

Davidson continues his

observations when he says, "The more pointed social com
mentary of 'Some Words With a Mununy' and of 'Mellonta Tauta'
is directed haphazardly at man's vaunted theory of in
evitable progress or at the illusion that freedom and
education work toward human perfectibility."14

Poe con

tinues to ridicule scientific exploration in the grotesque
tale, "Dr. Tarr and Professor Fether. 11

In this tale, Poe

uses the bizarre setting of an asylum to give an insight
into society and scientific discovery.

Poe ridicules a new

experimental method for treating the mentally ill.

The new

method goes "berserk," and the keepers of the asylum are
actually "tarred and feathered 11 and locked in the basement
while the inmates supervise the asylum.

The method intro

duced by the two doctors is found to be very dangerous.

Poe

seems to ridicule the idea of discovery to help better
people.

Even though the tale has a very serious thought,

th.e reader can laugh at some of the happenings and descrip
tions related in the tale.

The reader laughs as he observes

the scene and listens to the conversation inside the mansion.
The vi.sitar is amazed at the actions and speech of the men
and women, the display of food, the music, and the dress of
the elderly ladies.

The ladies are clothed in dresses that

are not presently in style, that are too large, and that
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expose a large amount of their arms and bosoms.
wear an abundance of jewelry.

They also

Some of the individuals

portray their feelings by imitating the actions of a chicken,
a donkey, a ball of cheese, a pumpkin, and a bottle of
champagne.

Despite these unusual actions the visitor is

unaware that he is socializing with the mentally ill.

Not

until he has been mistaken for an inmate and beaten does he
realize that he has been a victim of unpleasant circum
stances.

Even though the reader can laugh at the incidents

and at th.e descriptions, he can not laugh at the serious
tone that Poe weaves into the tale at the conclusion.

The

mentally ill do need special help so that they can function
in societY,,
Even though many of Poe's hoaxes and burlesques con
tain serious though.ts, they also contain humor.

The reader

has moments in which he senses the serious thought expressed
by Poe.

Even though there are serious tones interwoven into

Poe'·s burlesque tales, the reader can laugh at some of the
character description, character behavior, exaggeration,
word-play, and some of the names used in the tales,

Some

of the humorous names used by Poe are Mr. Windenough,
Mr. Lackobreath, Count Allmistakeo, Vondervotteimittiss, and
Telbnenow Isitsoornot.

The name Mr. Windenough is appropri

ate for the character because he always talks too much and
wants to be th.e main attraction.

Although. he has more
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breath than he needs, h.e _inherits an additional amount which
makes it necessary for him to continually talk in order to
be comfortable.

This continual flow of speech leads to

unpleasant circumstances.

Another character, Mr. Lackobreath,

is humorous because he becomes involved in some unpleasant
circumstances when he loses his breath.

He cannot fuss at

his wife; he cannot defend himself when he is thought to be
mentally ill and locked in a room; he cannot save himself
from being hanged for a crime he does not commit,

Finally

after being buried in the public vault, he manages to escape
the coffin, and he meets Mr. Windenough who has also been
buried alive and who has the lost breath of Mr. Lackobreath.
Th.e two manage to come to an agreement, and they are later
released from the vault.

The name of the mummy, Count

Allmistakeo, creates humor,

The name, which means all are

mistakes, is used by Poe to ridicule progress.

The Count

tells the examining doctors that all of the inventions are
mistakes because they have been in existence for many years.
The only new invention that the Count can not match is the
laxative pill.

Poe combines words to form the names

Tellmenow Isitsoornot and Vondervotteimittiss.

The name

Vondervotteimittis, which means wonder what time it is, is
ironical because the people of the small Dutch community
never had to wonder about the time until a strange character
appears and quickly disrupts the village by striking the
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clock thirteen times.

The life of the village has revolved

around the accuracy of the clock, and now everyone is wonder
ing about the time.

Another name that Poe uses to create

humor is Tellmenow Isitsoornot, which means tell me now is it
so or not.

Scheherazade is actually telling the king about

things that are real, but he is unable to distinguish
fantasy from reality, and Scheherazade dies because she tells
the truth.

Some other names that are self-explanatory and

humorous are Mr. Crab, Snob, Mr. Mumblethumb, and Fatquack.
Poe creates names which explain his characters and which
create humor.

Poe's use of exaggeration and character

description can be found in "The Angel of the Odd" and in
"The Man That Was Used Up."

In the tale "The Angel of the

Odd," Poe describes the angel of the odd as a non-descript
personage in the shape of a rum-puncheon with exaggerated
features.

This personage is able to cause odd things to

happen to people--especially non-believers who have had a
little too much wine.

In the tale "The Man That Was Used

Up, l• Poe begins his description of the general as an odd
looking bundle lying on the floor.

Unaware that this is the

famous general, the. man kicks the bundle and discovers this
is actually the person he has come to see.

The general has

been used� and must be put together by his devoted servant.
After the s.ervant completes his daily routine, the bundle
becomes a fine figure of a man.

The reader laughs at the
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description of the character as he is assembled by his
servant, but Poe shows how a person can give of himself and
Us time until he is actually used up.

Another tale that

has a serious thought but contains humorous situations is
nThe Devil in the Belfry."

In this tale, a perfect village

containing duplicate houses, furniture, gardens, food, and
routine suddenly becomes a place of total confusion.

The

dependable clock of the village is unexpectedly tampered
with. by a strange little man and strikes thirteen o'clock.
The reader laughs as the behavior patterns change completely.
Unable to cope with this sudden change, the men puff ener
getically at their pipes to make up for the lost hour, the
women realize that their kraut has over-cooked, the people
hecome hungry because lunch is an hour late, the pigs squeal,
and the young boys yell and the quiet peaceful village be
comes a place of confusion and disorganization.

The change

in routine and authority causes panic and irrational
thinking.
Why does Poe often use the same theme in his. grotesque
and arabesque tales?

Daniel Hoffman seems to answer this

question when he says, "perhaps his 'Imp of the Perverse'
leads him to mock in Grotesque the achievement of his own
arabesques as tho.ugh to put his own work beyond the reach
115

of parody by others. 1·

Possibly Poe was trying to hide

tis feelings of insecurity.

Poe was a very capable writer,
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yet he burlesques hls own serious themes.
types of tales not sell well?

Why did both

In many of his burlesque

tales, Poe often used puns and satire that only a few people
could understand.
of

Stuart Levine in hls book, Short Fiction

Edgar Allan Poe, states that, "objects of Poe's satires

were often unclear, not only to his readers, but to his
editors and colleagues as well... 1116

Perhaps the tales did

not sell well because they were hard to understand by the
ave.rage reader.

Sometimes it seems as if Poe were writing

to a limited number of people instead of the masses.

Per

haps another reason for the tales being considered inferior
and unimportant would be the fact that they were written in
the form of a private joke.

Edward Davidson states, "the

literary hoax and narrative burlesques were written for and
directed toward only those few who were aware of the joke
and who could at once appreciate. the author's casual
reference and his language.

Perhaps this is one major

reason for Poe's failure as a comic writer.

Perhaps a

country as young as America was not ready for the hidden
banter in Poe's works or the hldden attacks made concerning
people. 111 7

Poe hides his true feelings concerning people,

science, progress� and society behind a mask.
escape reality and life through his tales.

He tries to

He allows some

of his characters to escape reality through death, premature
burial, drink, or an upward descent in a balloon, but this

33

e scape

is usually brief and

ev entually

reality is recogniz ed.

Is it possible that the grote sque tales are consider ed
failure s by most critics not becaus e of the me parody, private
joke s, or satir e, but becaus e they reveal too much personal
insight into Poe 's private life and deal with his p ersonal
disappointments and disillusions?
essay,

Richard Wilbur in his

"Th e Rouse of Poe ," stat es that, uPoe was not a

wide-open and p erspicuous writ er; indeed, h e was a s ecretive
writ er both by temperame nt and by conviction.

He sprinkled

his stories with sly references to hims elf and to his
p ersonal history. 1118
Some of the tales contain more obvious humor than
others; therefore, som e of the tales produc e immediat e
chuckl es whil e others produc e only a grin, but Poe apparent
ly thought that a grin was usually sufficient.

J. Marshall

Tri eber in his essay, "Th e Scornful Grin: A Study of
Po esqu e Humor, 11 points out that, "Poe th en goes out of his
way to define just what h e means by 'grin '. 1119

In the

tales, uDiddling Consid ered as one of the Exact Sciences,"
Poe give s his definition of "grin."

He stat es: "Grin--

your tru e diddl er winds up all with a grin.
s.ees. hut hims. elf.

But this nobody

He grins when his daily work is done-

,dten his. alloted labors are accomplish ed--at night in his
own closet, and alt_ogether for his own privat e ent ertainment.
He goes home.

He locks his. door.

He div ests himself of
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hi..s clothes.

He puts out hi..s candle.

He places hi..s head upon the pillow.
your diddler 'grins'.1120

He gets into bed.
All this done, and

Poe usually chooses a familiar

theme or idea to ridicule in his burlesque tales.

An ex

ample of this idea can be found in the tale, "The
Spectacles. 11

In this tale, Poe chose the theme of love.

He

ridicules the idea of falling in love at first sight and the
idea of having too much pride and vanity.

In this tale, a

handsome young man refuses to wear hi..s glasses for fear of
ruining his good looks, and, therefore, he falls in love
w:i.th. a withered old lady instead of the young beauty he
thought he had seen.

The reader feels no sorrow for the

young man but, instead, laughs at the predicament that re
sults.

Love becomes disgust upon the actual first sight.

Poe uses word play in this tale in reference to the title
because spectacles were needed to see the spectacle that
Simpson had created.

Simpson would not believe that his love

was an old lady who was actually hi..s great-great-grandmother,
but when he took his first look, thi..ngs quickly changed.
reader laughs at the silly happenings and consequences.

The
Of

course Simpson, who had been tricked by his companion, learns
a lesson from hi..s experience; however, the tale ends happily
for Simpson and hi..s lovely bride.

His great-great

grandmoth.er makes him her sole heir, and Simpson vows that
after thi..s frightening experience, he will never be without
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his spectacles.
Poe's use of irony, puns, incongruity of speech and
action, and exaggeration in the burlesque tales such as
"Le Due de L'Omelette,"

11

Blackwoods' Article, 11 "Loss of

Breath," "Lionizing," and "Th.e Man That Was Used Up"
illustrates his humor.

Although Poe's burlesque tales are

usually cited by critics as painful examples of Poe trying
to be funny but failing--or as being trivial and boring-
the humor is nevertheless evident.

CHAPTER III
The presence of the s.ame ideas and themes in both the
grotesque and arabesque tales tends to support the view that
Poe's work is all of a piece--that there is a profound
connection between his most obviously ambitious efforts and
his minor works:

the view adumbrated by T. S. Eliot in

"From Poe to Valery 11 and developed by Daniel Hoffman in
Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe.

And yet, a more substantial

test of the profound integrity of Poe's vision is called for
if one desires to establish the significance of all these
s·imilarities and connections--if one is to assert with any
confidence that the integrity is indeed profound and not
merely circumstantial.

We move, then, from the surface to

the level of symbolism, to see if those symbols which seem
so important to Poe's more famous works also operate in his
comic art, and to what effect.
Richard Wilbur, another in a long list of accomplished
poets who count themselves among Poe's serious admirers, has
argued convincingly that certain key symbols in the ara
besque tales, many of them derived from architecture, are
almost obsessive with Poe--but th.at, obsessive or not, they
are used deliberately and consistently and have constant and
sharply defined meanings to which. the reader should be
always alert.
tales.?

Do the same symbols appear in the grotesque

They do.

Whether they have the same meanings and
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functions there as Wilbur shows them to have in the
arabesque tales would seem to be a crucially important
question,

We would hardly expect to find an artist whose

career shows profound integrity of purpose to use haphaz
ardly and casually the same symbols he employs elsewhere
for desperately serious reasons.
In his famous essay, "The House of Poe," Wilbur
states that
Poe's criticism . . • assures us that his work
does have meaning, and Poe also assures us that
this meaning is not on the surface, but in the
depths. If we accept Poe's invitation to play
detective, and commence to read him with an eye
for submerged meaning, it is not long before we
sense that there are meanings to be found and
that in fact many of Poe's stories, though super
ficially dissimilar, tell the same tale. We
begin to have this sense as we notice Poe's
repeated use of certain narrative patterns; his
repetition of certain words and phrases; his
use in story after story, of certain scenes
and properties,21
Do the same symbols found by Wilbur to be operating "in the
depths 11 of the arabesques occupy the same position in the
grotesques, where almost all attention seems to be directed
to the surface?

According to Wilbur, some of the more

:!Jnportant symbols are

11

the use of the spiral or vortex,

enclosure of a subject, isolated and decaying mansions, use
of th.e dim and winding stairs and passages, the circular
form ? and cellars. or catacombs. u22
Wilbur believes that the spiral or vortex symbol
re.presents "a loss of consciousness or a descent of the mind
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into sleep. 1123

He locates this symbol in such arabesque

tales as "MS Found in a Bottle, 11
Maelstrom,"

11

11

Descent into the

The Pit and the Pendulum, 11 and "The Fall of

the House of Usher"; however, Poe also uses the same symbol
in the grotesque tales,

11

King Pest, 11 "Metzengerstein," and

A Predicament."

11

This vortex symbol is, used at the conclusion of a tale
to show how the characters escape the cares and trials of
reality by fading into a dream world where the cares and
pressures of reality become trivial and harmless.

Poe

wished to escape reality, but the financial pressures and
th,e sicknes,s of his wife were always a reminder.
of the symbol,

11

The use

enclosure, u according to Wilbur refers to

\'exclusion from consciousness of the real-world or the
isolation of the poetic soul in a trance.1124

Poe usually

has enclosure occurring in coffins, tombs, catacombs,
balloons, or decaying or remote mansions.

In the arabesque

tales, "Tlie Black Cat," "Berenice," "The Fall of the House
of Usher," and "Cask of Amontillado,n Poe has isolated his
characters underground where they can not be exposed to the
fresh air of normal life, but are exposed to foul air and
they finally decay, either physically, mentally, or both.
These people have escaped reality but usually because of an
other character's actions.

In the arabesque tale,

11

The Cask

of Amontillado," Fortunato is a character who loses contact
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with reality through the actions of someone else.

Fortunato

is led underground by Montressor and left to die in the con
finement of masonry, chains, and foul air.

We passed

11

through a range of low arches, descended, passed on, and
descending again, arrived at a deep crypt, �n which the
foulness of the air caused our flambeaux rather to glow than
flame. �•25

Fortunato, still unaware of what was to happen

because of excessive drink, quickly began to sober when
Montresor chained him to the wall and began to lay the
masonry.

"I had scarcely laid the first tier of the

masonry when I discovered that the intoxication had in a
great measure worn off.

The earliest indication I had of

this was a low moaning cry from the depth of the recess.
was not the cry of a drunken man.n26

It

Fortunato's loss of

reality was one of surprise and a realization that came too
late.

No one knows what happened to Fortunato except the

narrator and the person to whom he is speaking.
decays mentally before his actual physical death.

Fortunato
Poe uses

this same symbol in the grotesque tales, "King Pest" and
"·The System of Dr. Tarr and Professor Fether. 11
In the grotesque tale, \'The System of Dr. Tarr and
Professor Feth.er, 11 the inmates of an asylum have captured
the ten keepers and have enclosed them in a basement where
they have been tarred and feathered.
enclosed by- the actions of others.

The keepers have been
"The keepers, ten in
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number, having been suddenly overpowered, were first well
tarred, th.en carefully feathered, and then shut up in
underground cells.

They had been so imprisoned for more

than a month, during which period Monsieur Maillard had
generously allowed them not only the tar and feathers (which
constituted his 'system'), but some bread and abundance of
water.

The latter was pumped on them daily.

At length, one

escaping through a sewer, gave freedom to all the rest, 11 27
The keepers were excluded from the real world by those who
were unable to cope with reality and existed only through
Because of their loss of contact with reality

pretense.

for this period of time, they suffered mentally and
physically.

The keepers were returned to reality but will

they be able to cope and to function normally after their
exposure to foul air, insufficient food, physical torture,
and the mental torment of such circumstances or will they
become inmates of the asylum?

Poe leaves the reader to

decide the fate of Montresor in the arabesque tale, "The
Cask of Amontillado" and also the fate of the ten keepers in
the grotesque tale,
Feth.er. 11

11

The System of Dr. Tarr and Professor

In the tale, "King Pest," the characters are

enclosed in an old wine cellar where they have established
th.eir own private 11world. 11

This world allows them to

escape the real world and aristocracy.

They have formed

their own ideas of soci..ety because they have been excluded
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from th.e real world because of dress, custom, and behavior.
They are no longer conscious of the real world until Leggs
and Trauplin intrude and disturb, and reality is faced
once again.
Another symbol that Wilbur mentions is Poe's use of
decay- which, according to Wilbur, represents "visionary
remoteness from the physical, a sign that the state of mind
represented is one of almost pure spirituality. 1128

This

symbol is found in the arabesque tale, "The Fall of the
Hous.e of Usher. 11

Wilbur continues his explanation of the

s¥1fibol of decay in the typical building or mansion used in
Poe's stories.

The typical building is usually remote,
The use of the remote, crumbling,

crumbling, and decomposing.

and decaying, according to Wilbur, means uThe dreamer's mind
is moving toward a perfect freedom from his material world. 11 29
The inhabitants of the House of Usher have removed themselves
from the real and material world and have deteriorated in
mind in the same manner as the house.

Without proper

maintenance the house has become decomposed, and without
human contact from the real world the inhabitants have
deteriorated in mind.

Wilbur says, "Roderick Usher has

become all soul when the house disintegrates or de
materializes.1130

Another view concerning the theory of

the crumbling or decomposing symbol is stated by A. H.
Quinn.

Quinn states that

th.e crumbling or decomposing

11
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refers to the tennination of family or a loss of identity. 1131
If the reader will remember, the inhabitants of the House
of Usher were twins, a brother and a sister.

They had

grown extremely close and had the ability to know each
other's feelings.

The sister became ill from an unknown

disease and later died and was entombed by the brother and
the narrator.

However, Lady Madeline was not dead, but

had actually been entombed alive.

At first the brother did

not realize this, but he later became aware of noises and
movement in the vault and the realization of what had
happened.

Lady Madeline is able to make her way back from

the vault, and she and her brother die almost simultaneously
in each other's arms.

Thus ends the Usher family, and as

the narrator rushes from the mansion, it crumbles and the
remains are engulfed in the stagnant tarn.

Nothing or no

one remains except in the memory and the mind of the narrator.
Poe uses these symbols of decaying, decomposing, and
crumbling in the grotesque tale, "King Pest. 11

The paths that

Leggs and Trauplin travel are filled with crumbling houses,
and the buildings are described as decaying and ghostly.
When the two enter the building, the characters are very
grotesque in appearance.

These strange characters have

tried to escape reality by setting up their own private
world in a decomposed wine cellar.

The six characters are

out of time in thought, action, dress and society.
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Another symbol used in connection with the typical
building is the one of remoteness.

Wilbur states that

"the idea of remoteness is intended to express the retreat
of the poet's mind from worldly consciousness into dream. 11 32
The idea

of remoteness can be found in "The Fall of the

House of Usher," "The Oval Portrait," and "The Cask of
Amontillado."

This same idea can be found in the grotesque

tale, "The System of Dr. Tarr and Professor Fether. 11

In

all of these stories it seems as if the characters are
aware that they are living in a dream world.

They have be

come obsessed with some particular idea or occupation and
have lost themselves in an unreal world.

Roderick Usher

and his sister have shut out contact with the outside world;
Montresor is obsessed with his act of revenge; the painter
becomes so obsessed with creating a realistic portrait that
he actually causes the girl's death; Dr. Tarr and Professor
Fether become obsessed with making their plan work.

In the

grotesque tale, "The System of Dr. Tarr and Professor
Fether," Poe uses the symbol of remoteness: "••• turning
from the main road, we entered a grass-grown by-path, which,
in half an hour, nearly lost itself in a dense forest,
clothing the base of a mountain.

Through this dank and

gloomy wood we rode some two miles, when the Maison de Sante'
came in view.

It was. a fantastic chateau, much dilapidated,

and indeed scarcely tenantable through age and neglect."
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This symbol expresses retreat from reality into dream,
Monsieur Maillard transforms a dream world composed of the
mentally ill into a make-believe world of sanity and com
posure for himself and his friends.

He cannot face the

reality that he and his friends are in need of special help.
Montresor, in the arabesque tale, ''The Cask of Amontillado,"
locks his enemy away in a very remote place with such per
fection and thought that he is unable to face the possibility
of needing help in order to face the real world.

It seems as

if Poe has let all of these characters escape reality and
become totally involved in their own dream world.
Another symbol that Wilbur discusses is the frequently
used symbol of the dim and winding passages,

According to

Wilbur the symbol represents, "a state of reverie, a loss
of sense of locality, or a wandering of the mind. 11 34
arabesque tales,

In the

William Wilson," "The Assignation," "Man

11

of the Crowd," "The Cask of Amontillado," and "The Masque of
th.e Red Death" this symbol is used,

This symbol is also

found in the grotesque tales, "A Predicament," "King Pest,"
and "Loss of Breath."

In both the grotesque tale, "A

Predicament" and the arabesque tale, "The Masque of the Red
Death," the dim and wandering passages represent a loss of
sense of locality and a wandering of the mind.

In "The

Masque of the Red Death, 11 the Prince has separated himself
from his usual locality and environment because of the fear
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The Prince tries to hide by removing himself from

of death.

his ordinary routine and placing himself in a different
setting.

Although the new setting helps to ease the fear

for short interludes, his mind wanders.

The fear of death

and the knowledge that time continues to tick away at the
hours of his existing life arouse panic within the mind of
the Prince.

In the grotesque tale,

11

A Predicament," Psyche

separates herself from her friend and servant Pompey and her
dog.

As she takes the final step upward, she gives definite

orders for both to stay away from her.

She becomes so

absorbed in her new surroundings that she is unaware of
danger until it is too late.

As the huge sharp edge of the

minute hand of the tower clock sinks into the soft folds of
her neck, her mind begins to wander.

Psyche, at first,

becomes confused in her thoughts, but later her thoughts and
sensations become full of complete happiness.

In both

stories, a giant clock represents time, life, and reality,
yet the clock actually causes reality to cease for Psyche
and the Prince.
Another symbol found in many of Poe's tales is the
cellar or the catacombs.
1

t repres,ent

Wilbur states that these s¥ffibols

the irrational part of the mind. 1135

This symbol

is· found in th.e arabesque tales, ''The Black Cat, 11 "The Cask
of Amontillado," and

11

The Fall of the House of Usher."

It

:Ls also found in th.e grotesque tale, nThe System of Dr. Tarr
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and Professor Fether" and "King Pest."

The character in

"The Black Cat" could not have been thinking in a rational
way when he killed his wife and then walled her up later to
find he had also walled up the cause of this murder.

The

cat also was the cause of his being caught for the crime.
If he had been thinking properly, he would not have killed
for such an insignificant matter.

He should have also

·realized h.e would be caught somehow.
in the grotesque tale.

Dr. Tarr and Professor Fethei should

h.ave known that their little
soon be discovered.

The same idea appears

11

game 11 of make believe would

They were not thinking properly when

they tried to play at being sane.

Both stories show

characters who have left the world of reality in their
irrational thinking and behavior.
So Poe does use the same set of symbols in his grotesque
tales that Wilbur explores in the arabesques, and for similar
purposes� with the same kinds of relationships to states of
mind.
The state of mind on which Wilbur is most expansive is
the

0

hypnagogic state 11 --the condition one experiences on the

border between waking and sleep.

Wilbur remarks that there

ts strangely little in the literature of psychology about
this condition.

To Wilbur, uRoderick Usher is an allegorical

figure representing the hypnagogic state. 11
Wilbur goes on to cite Poe t s account of his own
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experiences in the hypnagogic state in the Marginalia.

"Poe

regarded the hypnagogic state as the visionary condition par
excellence, 11 says Wilbur.
The character from Poe's grotesque tales who most
obviously enters the hypnagogic state is the nameless
narrator of "The Premature Burial"--and once again we dis
cover Poe at his characteristic strategy of reversal.

In

the Marginalia Poe speaks of "glimpses of the spirit's
outer world" which come to him "only when I am upon the very
brink of sleep, with the consciousness that I am so."
In "The Premature Burial" the narrator enters the
hypnagogic state not as he passes from waking to sleeping,
but in precisely the opposite way; the hypnagogic state
comes upon h.im as he is waking, not falling asleep; the
passage is the same, an exchange of conditions, but the
direction is reversed:
There arrived an epoch--as often before there
had arrived--in which I found myself emerging
from total unconsciousness into the first
feeble and indefinite sense of existence,-
Slowly--with a tortoise gradation--approached
the faint gray dawn of the psychal day. A
torpid uneasiness. An apathetic endurance of
dull pain. No care--no hope--no effort . . •
And now the memory has so far regained its
dominion that, in some measure, I am cognizant
of my state. I feel that I am not awaking
from ordinary sleep. I recollect that I have
been subject to catalepsy.
What does catalepsy mean to Poe?

Wh.¥ do so many of his

characters find themselves in catatonic conditions?

It seems
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strangely fitting that a consideration of one of Poe's
"lesser" tales should provide us with the answer:

it

represents the hypnagogic state, temporary and transitional
and evanescent by definition, made permanent.

The same

image that is the greatest source of terror in Poe is also
the source of visionary beauty.
One can only hope these observations and remarks
demonstrate that Poe's comic art is, in many ways, no less
serious than his other kinds of work; that his lesser known
and generally disparaged comic tales, the grotesques, are
not only linked in various ways to his arabesque stories
but also surely hold new and unknown keys to mysterious
doors in the more famous works--doors which it has occurred
to no one to open because of their familiarity.

Poe's

comic works have long been that aspect of his achievement
most in need of serious critical attention.
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